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Abstract 
Choosing the most appropriate vocabulary presentation method is one of the main struggles teachers encounter. In order to find a 
solution for this issue, two hypotheses were formulated in this study to assess the effect of code-mixing, thematic clustering, and 
contextualization on L2 vocabulary recognition and production. To this end, 120 EFL learners participated in this study. They 
were selected after the administration of a Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency. Then, they were divided into three 
groups of 40 participants. Each group was presented with just one method of the three mentioned methods. Every session 10 new 
words were presented to them. After the treatment, a recognition test and a production test were administered. The results of the 
data analysis revealed that, method of vocabulary presentation does not have a statistically significant effect on vocabulary 
recognition. But, there is a significant difference among the effects of code-mixing, thematic clustering and contextualization on 
L2 vocabulary production. Thematic clustering was more conducive to vocabulary production.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Teaching vocabulary through different methods of presentation has long been a matter of concern for researchers 
in the field of second language teaching/ learning, and one of the main struggles for teachers to be accounted for. 
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This paper will be of special interest to teachers who are interested in finding the most effective ways of vocabulary 
presentation to EFL learners to enrich their areas of knowledge in L2 vocabulary recognition and production. 
 
EFL learners mostly fail to choose the best L2 vocabulary learning method to recognize, remember, and use the 
newly learned words in appropriate contexts. The purpose of this research is to present a systematic framework for 
L2 vocabulary development; it aims to compare the effectiveness of three different ways of vocabulary teaching 
(Code-Mixing, Thematic Clustering, and Contextualization) in L2 vocabulary recognition and production. To this 
end, the principles and benefits of each of the three methods of L2 vocabulary presentation will be discussed both in 
separation, and in comparison with each other. 
 
Gough claims "vocabulary is important because it is words which carry the content of what we want to say, the 
more words you know, the more you will be able to communicate; so with a bigger vocabulary you will be able to 
talk about more things. A new word is useless unless you know how to use it" (Gough, C. 2007, p. 67). 
 
 L2 word learning is a matter of importance in different trends of applied linguistics because lexical shortage 
presents learners with a twofold problem both on reception and production. On the reception side, they fail to 
understand and comprehend any word which is outside ordinary language, and on the production side, they produce 
sentences which fail to convey the intended message. At times, even some advanced learners fail to precisely 
communicate the intended message, so they overuse words (Jullian, p. 2008). 
 
Zimmerman refers to the nature of the word-learning process as a complex task. He believes that some word 
learning occurs incidentally as a result of context-rich activities such as reading, and learners learn new words 
through approaches that provide varied experiences (Zimmerman, CH. B. 2005). 
 
According to Webb, vocabulary learning tasks are more receptive than productive. Receptive activities, such as 
looking up words in a dictionary, matching words with their meanings or definitions, guessing from context, and 
learning from word pairs are more common than productive tasks because they are easier to design, grade, and 
complete than productive tasks (Webb, S. 2007). At the same time, Webb admits that  "it has never been 
demonstrated that receptive learning is more effective than productive learning, in fact, research indicates that the 
opposite may be true" (Webb, S. 2007, P.325).   
 
1.1. Guidelines for EFL Learners and Teachers in L2 Vocabulary Teaching  
 
A problem in L2 vocabulary teaching is that only a few words and a small part of what is required to know a 
word can be dealt with at any time because teaching can deal with only a small amount of information about a word 
at a time. The more complex the information is, the more likely the learners are to misinterpret it (Nation, P. 2005). 
According to Broukal, there are eight keys to vocabulary building "1. Read as much as you can. 2. Use a 
dictionary. 3. Learn roots, prefixes, and suffixes. 4. Learn from listening. 5. Use a dictionary of synonyms and 
antonyms. 6. Make your own word lists. 7. Create your own theme group. 8. Use your new word" (Broukal, M. 
2005, P.79). These clues can be of great help both for EFL teachers and learners to follow in their vocabulary 
teaching and learning courses. 
 
Nation provides the following guidelines and principles for L2 vocabulary teaching instruction for language 
instructors: 
1. Keep the teaching simple and clear. 2. Relate the present teaching to past knowledge. 3. Use both oral and 
written presentation. 4. Give most attention to words that are already partly known. 5. Tell the learners if it is a high 
frequency word that is worth noting for future attention. 6. Don't bring in other unknown or poorly known related 
words. 
 
1.2. Code-Mixing 
 
Ayeomoni defines the code as "a verbal component, that can be as small as a morpheme or as comprehensive 
and complex as the entire system of language" (Ayeomoni, 2006, P. 95). Woon Yee Ho defines code-mixing as 
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"change of one language to another within the same utterance or in the same oral/written text" (Woon Yee Ho, J. 
2008, p. 64). 
 
Celik found using code-mixing to introduce new vocabulary as an efficient and effective method (Celik, 2009). 
According to Celik, code-mixing is the mixture of two languages which involves one word from one language in the 
syntax of another, with the majority of words coming from the latter language (Celik, 2009). This phenomenon is 
common in our country these days. Many EFL learners use L2 words while talking in their own language. This form 
of code-mixing, use of L2 word in L1 context, is the matter of concern in this study. 
 
Celik believes that in speaking classes, direct vocabulary teaching is the main component. So, a technique like 
code-mixing may prove a useful substitute to introduce target vocabulary items (Celik, M. 2009). 
 
So, how can code-mixing be applied to vocabulary teaching in EFL classrooms? As EFL learners, sometimes we 
need to resort to our own language when we are not able to convey our meaning. This can provide a hint for EFL 
learners as a method of new L2 vocabulary presentation. 
 
Code-mixing involves a number of implications in L2 vocabulary teaching. One is that when a vocabulary item 
is presented to students through code-mixing, they will be able to rely on their existing morphosyntactic knowledge 
to use the new vocabulary for other syntactic functions (Celik, M. 2009).  
 
As to how it works in vocabulary classes, Celik states that "in storytelling context, this type of presentation is 
expected to generate and make connections among ideas, in addition to vocabulary and grammatical structures 
associated with those ideas" (Celik, M. 2009, p.154). In other words, the teacher introduces the topic and elaborates 
on it by inserting the new L2 vocabulary in L1 contexts.  
 
1.3. Thematic Clustering 
  
A thematic cluster is a combination of words of different parts of speech that are all closely associated with a 
common thematic concept, so thematic clustering is based upon psychological associations between clustered words 
which share the same thematic concept (Thinkham, 2000). 
 
 Teachers may ‘ponder why thematic organization of new words’? The purpose of using thematic rather than 
semantic clusters of L2 vocabulary is explained below. ESL students are often presented with much of their new 
English vocabulary preorganized for them in ‘semantic clusters’, sets of semantically and syntactically similar 
words (Wei, M. 2007). He asserts that "psychological research generated by interference theory, would predict that 
such clustering of similar items impedes rather than enhances learning" (Thinkham, 2000). More ‘thematic’ manner 
of organizing new L2 vocabulary is suggested by recent psychological research which would predict that thematic 
clusters would be more easily learnt than groups of unassociated words.  
 
These show that thematic clustering is a facilitator of new L2 vocabulary learning because although semantic 
clusters fit quite nicely into current ESL methodologies and even though they facilitate focus upon semantic 
similarities and differences among words being learnt, there is little or no direct empirical evidence that semantic 
clustering does in fact facilitate the learning of L2 vocabulary (Thinkham, 2000). 
 
As he puts it, "while most L2 students are struggling to learn new words which have been selected, and 
presented to them in a manner that impedes learning, a different manner of selection and presentation might actually 
make learning easier" (Thinkham, 2000, p. 78). 
 
1.4. Contextualiztion 
 
Learners are aware that the final goal of learning English as a foreign language is to be able to use it. The lack of 
contextualized practice to work on what they’ve learned impedes their progress towards this goal (Wei, M. 2007). 
According to Wei, learners who concentrate too much on isolated short-term retention of form and meaning will not 
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gain communicative competence (Wei, M. 2007). 
 
As to why most EFL learners do not use this method, Huyen and Nga hypothesize that "for many learners of 
English, whenever they think of vocabulary, they think of learning a list of new words with meanings in their native 
language without any real context practice" (Huyen, N. Th. Th., & Nga, K. Th. Th. 2008. P.97). They also add that 
learners may share the same experience of looking up words in a bilingual dictionary to find their meanings or 
definitions when they face new words. Learners write down lines of new words without any idea of the real use of 
them in context. 
 
The notion of “context” is central to Wei's current research on vocabulary learning, which allows EFL teachers 
and learners to see that word learning is not simply a matter of memorization chore (Huyen, N. Th. Th., & Nga, K. 
Th. Th. 2008). Broukal defines the context of a word as "the setting in which the word occurs in speech or writing" 
(Broukal, M. 2005, P.86). Likewise, Levine holds that "the context is the part of a passage in which a word is used 
and which helps to explain that word. The context can give us the meaning not only of familiar words, but also of 
strange words" (Levine, H. 2000, p. 56). 
 
Looking up a word in a dictionary is not the only way of finding its meaning because when readers find an 
unfamiliar word in a sentence, they are able to determine its meaning by reading the other words in the sentence. 
The other words allow readers to make a guess about the meaning of an unfamiliar word (Matthiesen, S. J. 2002). 
 
The present study attempts to answer the following research questions: 
 1.  Are there any significant differences among the effects of Code-mixing, Thematic clustering, and 
Contextualization on EFL learners' vocabulary recognition? 
 2. Are there any significant differences among the effects of Code-mixing, Thematic clustering, and 
Contextualization on EFL learners' vocabulary production? 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1. Participants 
In the present study a sample of 155 EFL students (male and female) of Zaban Sara institute in Tehran were 
selected. The initial number of participants was then reduced to 120 after the administration of a Michigan Test of 
English Language Proficiency and taking its results into account. The 30 excluded participants were those who did 
not complete their participation in the experiment or whose proficiency level did not match that of the other 
participants. Another 5 participants were removed because of not taking part in the recognition and production tests. 
Therefore, the final number of learners who participated actively in the study was 120. They were all adult learners 
of English ranging in age from 18 to 25. They were divided into 3 different classes. 
 
2.2. Instruments 
To conduct the present study four instruments were employed. They were as follows: 
 
2.2.1. Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency 
 
In the present study, the instrument for determining L2 proficiency was MTELP. It was administered by the 
institute to see whether or not the participants had the same level of proficiency in English. 
MTELP is one of the popular tests for measuring the ESL or EFL learners' degree of language proficiency. It is a 
three-part, 100-item multiple-choice test containing 40 grammar items in a conversational format, 40 vocabulary 
items requiring selection of a synonym or completion of a sentence, and reading passages followed by 20 
comprehension questions. 
  
2.2.2. Text Materials of the Three Methods 
 
Three different methods of vocabulary presentation were used in three different booklets by the researcher based 
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on a book named English vocabulary in use by Stuart Redman. Each booklet contains 10 units based on different 
topics that are appropriate for pre-intermediate EFL learners. Each unit contains at least 10 new words.  
 
2.2.3. Vocabulary Recognition Test 
 
For measuring the effectiveness of each method on vocabulary recognition, a multiple choice test of vocabulary 
was used. The questions were designed by the researcher based on the new L2 words which were covered during the 
course. The test contained 30 multiple-choice vocabulary items. 
 
2.2.4. Vocabulary Production Test 
 
To measure the effectiveness of each method on vocabulary production, a 30-item test in fill-in-the-blank format 
was devised by the researcher. The questions were based on the new L2 words which were covered during the 
course. To prevent the possibility of participants providing partial synonyms instead of the intended target words, 
the first letter of each item was given. 
 
2.3. Procedures and Data Analysis 
 
To achieve the purpose of the study, the following procedures were followed: 
 
2.3.1. Phase 1: Sampling 
 
A total number of 155 EFL learners at Zaban Sara institute were selected. Out of this sample, 30 students did not 
take part in the usual semester class sessions. Five students were also removed because of not taking part in either 
the recognition or production test. Therefore, the total number of students who participated actively in the study was 
120.  
 
2.3.2. Phase 2: Administering and Scoring of MTELP 
 
Three classes of homogeneous students based on their proficiency level were needed. To this end, a logical thing 
to do was to administer an English language proficiency test before taking any other steps forward. So, a highly 
valid and reliable proficiency test called MTELP was administered to the participants. The test took 90 minutes to 
complete. All the necessary explanations were provided for the students by the researcher. The test was then scored 
by the institute manager and the results were analyzed. The outcome verified the placement test which was 
administered to those 150 participants. 
 
2.3.3. Presenting Text Materials of the Three Methods 
 
Three booklets containing the same manner of organization were provided by the researcher. The teaching 
materials of each unit of these three booklets were the same, but the manner of vocabulary presentation in each 
booklet differed from the other two. In other words, one booklet was designed for thematic clustering method of 
vocabulary teaching. So, each unit in this booklet contained 10 new words which were connected together through 
clusters and were presented out of context. For Code-Mixing method, the new L2 words in each unit were presented 
in Persian contexts. Finally, for Contextualization method, the new L2 words were used in bold face in English 
contexts. Each unit contained 10 units to be taught during 10 sessions. So, every session at least 10 words were 
presented.  
 
2.3.4. Administering and Scoring the Vocabulary Recognition Test 
 
At the end of the experimental period (10 sessions), in order to assess the participants' ability in recognizing new 
words in an English context, a 30-item multiple-choice test was given to each of the three groups. The test contained 
30 items based on the new L2 vocabularies. The test lasted for 35 minutes. Each item had 1 point, so the maximum 
possible score of the test was 30. 
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2.3.5. Administering and Scoring Vocabulary Production Test  
 
In order to assess the participants' ability in producing new words in an English context, a fill-in the blank test 
was administered at the end of the experimental period. The test contained 30 items based on the vocabulary items 
presented during the experiment. The test lasted for 50 minutes. The first letter of the intended word in each item 
was given. Each item had 1 point, so the total score of the test was 30. 
 
Scoring and validating the above-mentioned tests was one of the important and sensitive parts of the study. Since 
both the multiple-choice and fill-in the blank tests were designed by the researcher, their validity and reliability had 
to be established. 
 
 To estimate the validity of the two tests, a standardized vocabulary subtest of the TOEFL test was administered 
to 30 students. The results showed that there was a correlation coefficient of (r: 0.89) between the results of the 
vocabulary recognition test and vocabulary subtest of TOEFL. Also, in order to find the relationship between the 
vocabulary production test and the TOEFL vocabulary test the correlation procedure was performed. The results 
showed that there was a correlation coefficient of (r: 0.78) between these two sets of scores. 
 
To estimate the reliability of the two tests, the KR-21 formula was applied, according to which the reliability of 
the pretest and the posttest turned out to be (0.73) and (0.84), respectively.  
 
To answer the research questions, the scores on the vocabulary tests of recognition and production were 
compared using two one-way ANOVA procedures. 
 
3. Results and Discussion 
 
3.1. Investigation of the First Research Question 
 
     The first research question sought to investigate if there are any significant differences among the effects of 
code-mixing, thematic clustering, and contextualization on L2 vocabulary recognition. To answer this question, the 
scores of the three groups of participants on the vocabulary recognition test were compared using a one-way 
ANOVA procedure. Descriptive statistics for the ANOVA on vocabulary recognition are presented in table 1.  
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics on the vocabulary recognition test 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 
It can be seen in Table 1. that the thematic cluster group's mean score is higher than that of  the participants of 
contextualization and code-mixing groups. In addition, the participants of contextualization group have performed 
slightly better than the code-mixing group participants.   
                                             
To see whether or not the differences among the groups are statistically significant, the one-way ANOVA 
procedure was used, yielding the following results: 
          
 N Mean Std. Deviation 
code-mixing 40 20.4500 5.34430 
thematic cluster 40 22.8750 3.50229 
contextualization 40 20.8500 5.56339 
Total 120 21.3917 4.96593 
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Table 2. one-way ANOVA on vocabulary recognition 
 
 Sum of Squares df 
Mean 
Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 135.217 2 67.608 2.826 .063 
Within Groups 2799.375 117 23.926   
      Total 2934.592 119    
 
Based on the above table, there are no statistically significant differences among the three groups in vocabulary 
recognition. In other words, there are no significant differences among the effects of code-Mixing, thematic 
clustering, and contextualization on L2 vocabulary recognition (sig. = .063). Therefore, the first null hypothesis is 
supported. 
 
3.2. Investigation of the Second Research Question 
 
     The second question attempted to see whether there are significant differences among the effects of code-
mixing, thematic clustering, and contextualization on L2 vocabulary production. To this end, the scores of the 
vocabulary production test in the three groups were compared using another one-way ANOVA procedure. 
Descriptive statistics needed for the ANOVA on vocabulary production are summarized in table 3.3.  
 
Table 3. Descriptive statistics on the vocabulary production test 
 
 N Mean Std. Deviation 
code-mixing 40 17.5250 6.35282 
thematic cluster 40 21.5000 5.71099 
contextualization 40 15.6000 7.73537 
Total 120 18.2083 7.04356 
  
As it can be seen in the table, the participants of the thematic cluster group achieved better results than the other 
two groups. Furthermore, the participants of the code-mixing group outperformed the contextualization group. To 
see whether or not the observed differences among the groups are statistically significant, another one-way ANOVA 
procedure was used. The results of the ANOVA on vocabulary production are given in table 4. 
 
Table 4. One-way ANOVA on vocabulary production 
 
 Sum of Squares   Df Mean Square    F   Sig. 
Between Groups   724.217    2     362.108 8.180 .000 
Within Groups    5179.575  117      44.270   
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 Sum of Squares   Df Mean Square    F   Sig. 
Between Groups   724.217    2     362.108 8.180 .000 
Within Groups    5179.575  117      44.270   
  Total    5903.792   119    
 
Based on table 4., it can be observed that there are significant differences among the effects of code-mixing, 
thematic clustering and contextualization on L2 vocabulary production (sig. = .00). To locate the significant 
differences, a post hoc Scheffe test was used, giving the results summarized in table 5. 
 
Table 5. Multiple Comparisons of the three methods 
 
 (I) group (J) group 
Mean 
Difference       
(I-J) Std. Error Sig. 
code-mixing thematic cluster -3.97500*   1.48778 .031 
code-mixing contextualization 1.92500   1.48778 .436 
thematic cluster contextualization 5.90000*    1.48778 .001 
 
From table 5., it can be concluded that there is a significant difference between the effects of code-mixing and 
thematic clustering (sig. = .031). The participants of the thematic clustering group performed better than the 
participants of the code-mixing group on the production test. 
 
Moreover, there is no significant difference between the effects of code-mixing and contextualization (sig. = 
.43). The participants of the code-mixing group performed better than the participants of the contextualization group 
on the production test, but the difference is not statistically significant. 
 
 Finally, there is a significant difference between the effects of thematic clustering and contextualization (sig. = 
.001). The participants of the thematic clustering group performed better than the participants of the 
contextualization group on the production test. 
 
Based on the studies done by Ayenomi, Celik, and Woon Yee Ho the code-mixing method is a useful technique 
in teaching L2 vocabulary (Ayeomoni, M. O. 2006), (Celik, M. 2009) and (Woon Yee Ho, J. 2008). When a 
vocabulary item is presented through code-mixing, EFL learners would be able to use them for other syntactic 
functions, and produce words in appropriate situations. It is partially supported by the findings of this study because 
it is concluded that the learners who were presented with new words through code-mixing performed better than the 
learners who were presented with L2 words through contexualization in producing the words. This may be because 
the intended words were written in bold face in each unit among the other words which were written in learners' 
native language, so attention may have been drawn to the intended words.  
 
Thinkham states that thematic clusters can be learnt more easily than groups of unassociated words. The findings 
of this study also show that there is a significant difference between the effects of thematic clustering, and the other 
two methods on L2 vocabulary production, and that thematic clusters are more effective than the other two methods 
(Thinkham, Th. 2000). This could be partially attributed to the fact that presenting words in clusters draws learners' 
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full attention only to the words. Therefore, the learners may even make visual images of the clusters presented in 
each topic. This way, they will be able to both recognize and produce words better in comparison to the other two 
methods. 
 
Levine, Matthiesen, Thornbury, and Wei believe that context helps to explain a word and helps learners guess 
meanings. As a result, it facilitates vocabulary learning (Levine, H. 2000), (Matthiesen, S. J. 2002), (Thornbury, S. 
2009) and (Wei, M. 2007). According to Blachowicz and Lee, Nation as cited in Richards & Renandya all 
vocabulary learning should be in context (Blachowicz, C. L. Z., & Lee, J. J. 2001), (Nation, P. 2005) and (Richards, 
J. C. & Renandya, W. A. 2008) Teaching Vocabulary. Asian EFL Journal, 7(3), 47-54. However, this research has 
provided little evidence suggesting that context facilitates vocabulary learning. Hunt and Beglar believe that 
guessing from context is a complex and difficult strategy to carry out successfully (Hunt, A. and Beglar, D. 2005). 
Similarly, Bahr and Dansereau hold that by presenting words appearing in context, some semantic relationships are 
made which interfere with L2 vocabulary learning (Bahr, G. S., & Dansereau, D. F. 2003). This is supported by the 
findings of the present study, as the participants of the contextualization group got lower scores on the vocabulary 
production test. One of the possible reasons for such different results may be the different proficiency level of the 
participants in this study in comparison to other studies. Vocabulary learning becomes more complex when words 
are presented in contexts since learners may pay attention the other syntactic factors and functions, thus not 
concentrating on the intended word itself. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
    The present study attempted to answer the question of whether or not there are any significant differences 
among the effects of code-mixing, thematic clustering, and contextualization on L2 vocabulary recognition and 
production. The first question investigated the effect of code-mixing, thematic clustering, and contextualization on 
L2 vocabulary recognition. In this regard, the results of the one-way ANOVA indicated that the members of the 
thematic cluster group performed better than the other two groups although there were no significant differences 
among the scores of the three groups on L2 vocabulary recognition test. 
 
The second question focused on the investigation of the effect of code-mixing, thematic clustering, and 
contextualization on L2 vocabulary production. To investigate this question, another one-way ANOVA was used, 
which revealed that there were significant differences among the effects of the code-mixing, thematic clustering, and 
contextualization on L2 vocabulary production. 
 
Based on the analyses, it may be concluded that the method of vocabulary presentation has a statistically 
significant effect on vocabulary production, but no significant effect on vocabulary recognition. In addition the 
results of the post hoc comparisons indicate that thematic clustering improves vocabulary production more than 
code-mixing and contextualization.  
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